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The Effects of Learning Environmental Issues through a  
Short-term Study Abroad Program in California
Ayako NAKAI
Abstract
The purpose of this study is to examine Japanese university students' attitudes toward environmental 
issues through a three-week program in California. The sample consisted of 24 undergraduate students 
majoring in tourism and participating in the program in California in March 2019. Before the program, 
the students made presentations about the causes of wildfires in California and the Zero Emission 
Vehicle program. This students were asked to shoot videos about environmental issues and pro-
environmental behaviors in the US. Through shooting videos, the students realized a large amount of 
water usage and food wastes in the hospitality industry. After the program, they watched their videos 
together and held discussions. The results on a pre-and post-test of the New Ecological Paradigm Scale 
were used to analyze their attitudes toward environmental problems. However, the students’ attitude 
toward environmental issues did not show a statistical difference after the program. (t(23)=.709, 
p=.486). It appeared that the program was too short to influence their attitudes significantly. However, 
the contents of the students’ videos showed that the program had a positive effect on their 
understanding of environmental problems. The short-term study abroad program where they shot 
videos and interviewed hotel managers about pro-environmental activities encouraged the students to pay 
further attention to environmental problems and the differences in attitudes between the US and Japan.
1．Introduction
In Japanese higher education, short-term study abroad programs during the spring and summer recess 
are gaining popularity, because it offers students opportunity to learn foreign culture and improve their 
English-speaking skills. In addition, teachers accompany them for their safety. According to JASSO 
(Japan Student Services Organization), the number of Japanese students who studied abroad increased 
by about 13 percent from 84,456 in 2016 to 96,641 in 2017. Meanwhile, figures released by OECD 
showed that the number of students studying overseas declined from 54,912 in 2014 to 54,676 in 2015, 
down 0.04 percent. Between 2015 and 2017 the number of students who studied abroad dramatically 
increased significantly on account of Tobitate Ryugaku Japan scholarships, supported by MEXT 
(Ministry of Education, Culture, Science and Technology).
These short-term study programs organized by universities are an initial step for students, before they 
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migrate overseas for long-term studies. Iwaki's research (2012) indicated that owning to the short-term 
study abroad programs, students looked forward to participating in one-year exchange programs. 
Previous research on overseas studies focused on changes in English proficiency and attitudes towards 
foreign cultures. However, this study seeks to highlight students’ interest towards environmental issues. 
Learning not only English and the target countries’ culture, but also environmental problems and 
environmental protection is important for young people who can work toward making Earth a more 
sustainable place for future generations. The purpose of this study is to examine Japanese university 
students' attitudes toward issues concerning the environment through a three-week program in an 
English-speaking country. The sample consisted of 24 Japanese undergraduate students majoring in 
tourism and participating in a study program in California in March 2019. The study focuses on 
students’ attitudes and the contents of the video related to environmental problems which they shot in 
the US. This study will include students’ understanding of critical situations and a comparisons of 
actions in the US toward environmental problems with those in Japan. The results on a pre- and post-test 
of the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) Scale were used to analyze the attitudes. 
2．Literature Review
2.1　Short term study abroad programs to improve language proficiency
Fujio (2010) conducted a longitudinal study focusing on two students’ English speaking proficiency 
such as their turn-taking styles, fluency and the complexity of their language production. The 
participants joined a short-term overseas program in Canada. However, a year later, interviews revealed 
that the students regressed to almost the same level of speaking as it was prior to studying abroad, 
suggesting that after the short-term program, teachers should continue to support students’ learning. 
Meanwhile, the participants in this study were asked to watch videos they had shot in California and 
discuss environmental issues after studying overseas.
Yamakawa et al (2015) emphasized the importance of students registering English mediated 
specialized courses at the participants’ university after a short study program in California. The 
participants answered an original scale which was developed by the author. According to the results, 
about 30 percent of the students faced a gap between the learning styles in the US, which offered 
students opportunities to make presentations and write essays, and in Japan, where the didactic style of 
using textbooks and teaching terminologies is standard. About 70 percent of the students studying abroad 
preferred the same method of learning in Japan. 
On the other hand, in this research, the teacher is expected to follow the US teaching style in Japan. 
The teacher is not a speaker but an observer who will monitor the students’ level of understanding of 
environmental issues and help them find appropriate resources for making their presentations and 
shooting videos. It was predicted that these actions would enable the students to become autonomous 
learners and change their attitudes towards the environment.
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2.2　Short-term study abroad programs and attitudes towards different cultures
Iwai (1992) analyzed the impressions of participants toward Americans and American culture. The 
students took part in a short term study program in California. About 45 percent of the students showed 
preferable impressions toward Americans and about 80 percent noticed the differences between the 
lifestyles and mode of thinking of Americans and the Japanese. According to the students’ self-
evaluations of English speaking and listening proficiency, after the program, about 60 percent of the 
students did not believe that their oral skills had improved. Therefore, the author discussed the necessity 
of the speaking and listening training prior to the program. In this study, the students were asked to make 
presentations to improve their English-speaking skills before studying abroad.
Takahama and Tanaka (2011) developed an original questionnaire to examine undergraduate students’ 
attitudes toward foreign cultures after the short-term program. Ten students participated in the 
experiment, and in the free description part of the questionnaire, some students mentioned that they had 
some knowledge about various cultures and understood the values and behaviors in the countries. 
Takahama and Tanaka’s study revealed that, after returning to Japan, more than half of the participants 
had difficulty adjusting themselves in Japanese society, even though the duration of the program was 
less than a year. To overcome a reverse culture shock, the students realized the importance of sharing 
their feelings with others who also studied abroad and setting new goals. 
This research suggests that after their experience studying abroad, teachers should provide 
opportunities to the participants of short-term study abroad programs to help them communicate with 
each other and analyze their experiences. Therefore, the participants of this study took part in discussions 
to share their experiences abroad and deliberate on pro-environmental actions there. 
The aforementioned studies used questionnaires and the Likert scale developed by the researchers. 
However, they did not investigate the internal consistency and validity statistically. Therefore, the 
quality of the questionnaires was not guaranteed to examine the students’ cross-cultural awareness 
precisely. To analyze the students’ impressions about participating in study abroad programs statistically, 
the existing psychological scale which was prevalent in each special field should be adopted. 
In this study, the scale which is widely recognized among a large number of researchers was adopted, 
and the content of the scale will be described in the following sections.
2.3　New Ecological Paradigm Scale
In 1978, Dunlap and Van Liere developed New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) Scale related to pro-
environment attitudes. According to Dunlap et al (2000), a Washington State survey stated that the items 
of the scale showed an internal consistency. Pierce et al (1987) used the scale to examine environmental 
beliefs of the Japanese elite and the general public. In addition, it has recently been adopted in higher 
educational settings for comparing American, Mexican, and Brazilian students’ pro-environmental 
beliefs (Bechtel, Verdugo, & Pinheiro, 1999). According to this previous research, the NEP Scale is 
appropriate to analyze the attitudes of Japanese college students towards environmental issues.
A revised NEP Scale updating old terminology and including broader ecological worldviews was 
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published (Dunlap et al, 2000). In this study the new version of the NEP Scale was utilized for the 
participants. The eight-odd-numbered items indicate the agreement with pro-ecological perspectives, 
while the seven-even numbered items show disagreement with pro-ecological worldview. Although the 
items were supposed to be selected to include five factors such as the reality of limits to growth, anti-
anthropocentrism, the fragility of nature’s balance, rejection of exemptionalism, and the possibility of an 
eco-crisis, new NEP Scale currently was proved to have one dominant factor due to the results of the 
previous Washington survey.
3．Methodology
3.1　The participants
The participants include 24 first-year undergraduate students recruited from a department related to 
international tourism at a university located in Tokyo. They are mostly female and aged between 19 and 
20. Their 2017 TOEIC test scores (listening and reading test) organized by ETS are between 355 and 735 
points, so their English proficiency is different in terms of the TOEIC test. 
3.2　Data collection
The NEP Sale (Dunlap et al, 2000) was used to measure students’ attitudes towards environmental 
problems. The students answered a 15-item questionnaire (see Table 1) in January 2019. 
Table 1  New Ecological Paradigm Scale
Item Content
1． We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can support.
2． Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs.
3． When humans interfere with nature it often produces disastrous consequences
4． Human ingenuity will ensure that we do NOT make the earth unlivable.
5． Humans are severely abusing the environment.
6． The earth has plenty of natural resources if we just learn how to develop them.
7． Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist.
8． The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impact of modern industrial nations.
9． Despite our special abilities, humans are still subject to the law of nature.
10． The so-called ecological crisis facing humankind has been greatly exaggerated.
11． The earth is like a spaceship with very limited room and resources.
12． Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature.
13． The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset.
14． Humans will eventually learn enough about how nature works to be able to control it.
15． If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major ecological catastrophe.
NAKAI：The Effects of Learning Environmental Issues through a Short-term Study Abroad Program in California 51
3.3　The procedures of the treatment
Before beginning the short-term study abroad program, the participants answered a questionnaire 
based on the Scale. After that, they were divided into five groups and asked to make presentations about 
the recent catastrophic fires in California and the Zero Emission Vehicle program. Between February 
24th and March 17th, 2019, the students participated in a three-week program related to tourism and 
environmental problems at a university in California. The students visited luxury and local hotels and 
interviewed hotel managers about the facility’s pro-environmental actions, such as using recyclable 
materials.
In addition, they worked as chefs or waitresses in a cafeteria at the university in California as part of 
their internships. During the program, they stayed at a local hotel.
During their stay, all the students were asked to shoot six-minute videos regarding the differences in 
pro-environmental behaviors between Japan and the US. After the program between March 18th and 
26th, the students were asked to answer the same questionnaire, watch their videos and discuss 
environmental issues in a classroom in Japan.
3.4　Research Questions
As they participated in a three-week program, made presentation, shot videos, and held discussions, it 
was expected that their attitudes towards environmental issues would change. The following research 
questions were formulated;
1) Will the participants pay more attention to the environment after the short-term program?
2) Will their attitudes towards environmental issues change depending on their English proficiency?
4．The contents of students’videos
The students shot six minute videos in California to reflect their thoughts about pro-environmental 
actions. The following photographs are screen shots from the students’ videos.
4.1　The contents of the first video: the rubbish bins
The OECD (2010) predicted that worldwide waste is expected to double by 2030. There is an urgent 
need for us to reduce waste and recycle resources. Some students focused on the rubbish bins at the 
cafeteria in the campus where the students did their internships as chefs and waitress during the program. 
They noticed that the garbage was not segregated into biodegradable and non-biodegradable in some 
areas. The Japanese students were surprised to see this, as they had different garbage bins at their 
university for recycling. In order to deliver reductions in CO2 emissions, the students learned that 
reducing wastes and recycling should be carefully planned in restaurants and at universities in the US. 
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4.2　The contents of the second video: food waste
Sloan (2013) stated that in the US and the UK, a quarter of the food from stores and restaurants go 
straight into the waste bin or are thrown away by these establishments. 
In fact, the students realized the issue and shot the video about food wastage in the same cafeteria 
where they worked, given that American students tend to waste a lot of food. During their stay, they 
went to an all-you-can-eat-cafeteria in the campus every day, and Japanese students consumed 
everything they placed on their plates, while American students left behind a lot of pizzas. Eventually 
the left-over food was thrown away in the kitchen. In the video, the female students described the 
situation,saying, “Mottainai” in Japanese. “Mottainai” has various meaning in different contexts, and in 
this context, it means that it is not eco-friendly. The students understood that wasting food is a misuse of 
energy and ingredients, and that it would have a bad effect on preserving the environment. 
1.   The video: rubbish bins
2.   The video: food wastes
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4.3　The contents of the third video: SAVE OUR PLANET sign
The students stayed in a hotel in California for three weeks, and during that time some of them found 
the sign SAVE OUR PLANET in the washroom. The sign says, “Everyday millions of gallons of water 
are used to wash towels. You make the choice. A towel on the rack means, ‘I will use again’.” At first, 
one of the students did not notice the sign. Therefore, she hung the towel in the towel rack, but it was not 
washed because of the hotel policy. Later, she realized why the cleaner did not change the towel, and 
eventually she understood the hotel’s policy. Sloan (2013) stated that a large amount of water is used by 
guests ranging between 100 and 2,000 liters, per guest per night. The students realized that they could 
make a choice to save water to conserve the limited resources. 
4.4　The contents of the fourth video: the laundry room
After shooting the SAVE OUR PLANET sign, the students visited the laundry room of the hotel 
where they stayed to examine water usage. They noticed that many laundry machines worked 
continuously. A lot of used towels and bed sheets were piled up even though they did not seem dirty. 
They were shocked to learn that washing towels everyday consumes a learge amount of water. 
The UNEP (2003) estimated that all tourist and recreations spots combined, including hotels, 
consumed 946 million cubic meters of water per year, of which 60 percent is related to lodging and 
another 13 percent to food service. As mentioned above, lodging consumed a large amount of water and 
the guests who stay in the hotel for a long time need to learn strategies to reduce water usage. 
Eventually, through the shooting of the videos, the students realized the reality of water usage in a hotel, 
and became aware of the importance of making a choice as to whether to use the same towel during their 
stay.
3.   The video: SAVE OUR PLANET sign
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5．Results
5.1　The change in the students’ attitudes before and after the program
The data using the NEP Scale（five-point scale) was analyzed using a t-test. The students’ attitude 
toward environmental problems did not show a statistical difference after the program. (t(23)=.709, 
p=.486)
5.2　The change in students’ attitudes based on their English proficiency
It was projected that based on the students’ English proficiency, their depth of understanding of 
environmental issues and pro-environmental actions in the US. would be different. The 24 participants 
were divided into two groups, Group A and Group B. It was expected that the students with a high 
proficiency of English would understand the importance of protecting the environment more deeply that 
those with low English proficiency.
However, Group A (13 students, with a high English proficiency of more than 500 points in the 
TOEIC test) did not project any change in their attitude toward environmental problems (t(12)=.1.324 
p=.210). Similarly, Group B(11 students with a low proficiency of English, less than 500 points in the 
4.   The video: the laundry room
Table 1   The change in the students’ attitudes 
before and after the program
The participants (n=24) 
M SD
Before 3.32 0.35
After 3.38 0.38
Table 2  The change of the students’ attitudes
Group A (n=13) Group B (n=11) 
M SD M SD
Before 3.34 0.27 3.30 0.44
After 3.47 0.37 3.26 0.27
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TOEIC test ) did not display any change in their attitude toward environmental issues (t(10)=.298 
p=.772). 
6．Conclusion 
Due to drastic climate change, various catastrophic disasters are occurring in the world. It is necessary 
to teach young people about the need to conserve environment for a better future. The United Nations 
World Water Development Report (2015) claimed that “The planet is facing a 40 per cent shortfall in 
water supply by 2030, unless we dramatically improve the management of this precious resource.”
The contents of the students’ videos showed that the program had a positive effect on their 
understanding of environmental problems. However, it appeared that the program was too short to 
influence their attitudes significantly.
Recently, hotels in Japan also adopted the SAVE OUR PLANET sign translated into Japanese. 
However, the students did not notice that when they were in Japan. By shooting the video abroad, they 
tried to identify pro-environmental behaviors in the hotel, and realized how the hotel industry saves 
water to protect the environment.
According to Scott (2012), perceptions of climate change impacts differ to some extent among 
travelers from different cultural contexts, as well as based on other demographic variables, such as age. 
Scott suggested that elderly people were more sensitive toward climate change especially global 
warming, than young people. In this study, the participants are young and they should have been 
educated more specifically to think about climate change, environmental issues, and pro-environmental 
actions by increasing the number of hours of learning environmental problems in the US. 
The participants in this study belong to a university surrounded by buildings in the central Tokyo, 
while the campus where they studied in California had more greenery. In fact, in the video, some of the 
students praised the beautiful natural environment of the campus in California. Therefore, it seemed 
difficult for them to understand how serious climate change and environmental problems are in 
California, where major fires occurred a few months before they arrived there.
According to Sloan (2013), one-third of the population in the world faces severe water shortage. 
About three billion people will suffer from severe water shortage by 2020, if there is 4 degree in global 
temperature. It is an urgent matter for the younger generation to pay attention to water usage, food 
wastage, and recycling to reduce CO2 emissions. The short-term study abroad program where they shot 
videos and interviewed hotel managers about pro-environmental activities encouraged the students to 
pay further attention to environmental problems and the differences in attitudes between the US and 
Japan. In order to change their attitudes and take action to protect the Earth, apart from watching videos 
and having discussions new trials such as participating in eco-tour and understanding eco-tourism would 
be organized for the future short-term study abroad program in the US, to help the students to recognize 
the situations.
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